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The National Grasslands: A Guide to America's Undiscovered Treasures. By Francis Moul. Photography
by Georg 10utras. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
2006. xii + 153 pp. Photographs, maps, notes, index.
$19.95 paper.
The aptly named "guide to America's undiscovered
treasures" is an informative and user-friendly summary
of the areas that comprise the 4 million-acre national
grassland system. The terrain, plants, wildlife, public
facilities, and unique features of each of the 20 grasslands
ranging from western Oregon to eastern North Dakota
are described, with detailed maps and 10utras's evocative
photography interspersed throughout. Most areas (17 of
20) are located in the Great Plains. The aim of the book is
ambitious: Moul attempts to place the national grasslands
in context, with a look at the history of the grassland system as well as an analysis of current management issues
and future alternatives.
In the first five chapters, Moul does a good job of
weaving together an account of the social, political, and
economic forces that gave rise to the national grasslands.
Many areas were acquired by the federal government to
rehabilitate land and communities on the drought-ridden
Great Plains in the Dust Bowl days of the 1930s. Readers
wanting first hand accounts of the harrowing conditions
of the period would do well to read Tim Egan's 2006 The
Worst Hard Time. The Dust Bowl was a national disaster
of epic proportions, and Moul provides a sense of the
urgency with which citizens and policy makers framed
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solutions. Particularly effective is his use of a case study
of Oglala National Grassland in northwest Nebraska to
show how many of the grassland sites came to be, with
government agents buying drought-stricken land from
desperate and impoverished settlers.
The detailed sections on Oglala and the adjoining
Buffalo Gap National Grassland in southwest South
Dakota illustrate the complexity and evolution of the
cooperative efforts between private and public entities to
manage grasslands. Moul describes how Forest Service
rangers, whose supervisors are focused more on forests,
have a great deal of flexibility in day-to- day management of national grasslands, which are often intermingled
with state, private, and other federal lands. Such latitude
is necessary to address issues like rare or invasive species, and Moul details several cases where cooperation
between rangers and private land owners is working to
meet grassland conservation goals.
The middle third of the book contains short sections (1
to 4 pages) on each grassland site. Readers wanting more
specifics will find this section unsatisfying, although several sites (Buffalo Gap and Oglala) are covered in greater
detail. The volume ends with a short analysis of current
grassland management issues and a recommendation for
more consolidation of disparate tracts and more diversified use, exemplified by bison husbandry and tourism.
Traditional cattle ranchers might lose out to grassland
conservation advocates under this scenario, but Moul
presents plenty of win-win examples to convey a sense
of hope and possibility for the future of national grasslands.
The main utility of the book is that it packages a current "user guide" of national grasslands with enough history and current management debates to heighten interest
in these underappreciated ecosystems. Grasslands are
fascinating places, but even if the natural beauty of the
wide-open spaces doesn't draw you in, Moul's account of
the ongoing human interaction with grasslands results in
an engaging lesson on grassland appreciation. Mary Ann
Vinton, Department of Biology, Creighton University.

